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Construction or allostruction? 
On the constructional status of ditransitive argument structures in German 
 
Research context: There are currently several competing definitions of „construction‟. A con-
struction is either (I) narrowly defined as a form-meaning pairing in its own right if its meaning 
is not compositionally derivable from the lexical items that instantiate it (Goldberg 1995); or it is 
(II) broadly defined as any stored or learned pattern, even if semantically predictable from its 
parts, as long as it occurs with sufficient frequency (Goldberg 2003, 2006). In English, both the 
Double Object Construction (DOC) and the Prepositional Object Construction (POC) are 
constructions on both accounts: both alternants have high token frequencies and are either 
associated with different meanings (common in Construction Grammar approaches) or with 
probabilistic factors that constrain the choice between DOC and POC (Bresnan et al. 2007, 
2010). Typologically, English DOC has neutral alignment, whereas POC has indirective 
alignment (cf. Malchukov et al. 2010, Haspelmath 2013, 2015), and their canonical word orders 
differ. By contrast, in German both alternants – either with a Dative NP (1) or a PP (2) – have 
indirective alignment and both display variable word order of RECIPIENT and THEME, compare: 
 
Research questions: This paper investigates whether the argument structures in the German 
ditransitive alternation are constructions in the sense of (I) and/or (II) or whether it is more 
appropriate to adopt a single constructional pattern with two variants. The aim is to show that 
combining a corpus-based analysis with an approach based on typological research of the 
ditransitive pattern is able to accommodate the data in a coherent way. 
Methodology: We conducted a synchronic study of alternating ditransitive argument structures 
with the verbs geben, schicken and senden extracted from the Mannheim DeReKo corpus. A 
statistical analysis was performed on the basis of 1200 sentences per verb, equally divided over 
both alternants. The sentences were annotated for 18 morphosyntactic, semantic, and pragmatic 
factors, and differences in frequency of occurrence were determined for the three verbs.  
Results: With regard to the narrow definition (I), we found that neither alternant is systema-
tically associated with a particular meaning. Both alternants occur with different verb senses 
(concrete, abstract, propositional, cf. Bresnan et al. 2007) as well as different word orders. With 
regard to the broad definition (II), we concur with Stefanowitsch (2011) that frequency and 
entrenchment are no defining criteria for construction-hood. Preference for one alternant over the 
other depends on multiple factors and the individual verb (geben vs. senden/schicken). We 
therefore propose an account of the alternation in terms of a general three-participant AGENT-
THEME-GOAL construction (cf. Bickel 2011) which contrasts with other constructions in German 
and which is instantiated as either of two „allostructions‟ (Cappelle 2006). The GOAL argument is 
semantically and formally underspecified (cf. De Vaere et al. 2018). The construction‟s general 
meaning is enriched in various, quantifiable contexts of use in the sense of Levinson‟s pragmatic 
“three-layer approach” to grammar (Levinson 1995, 1997, 2000) but semantic variation 
correlates only to a limited extent with preferred morphosyntactic encoding. 
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